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Using data that have just become available from the
1995 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) along with
data from the 1989 and 1992 versions of the survey,
this article details recent changes in the income, net
worth, assets, and liabilities of U.S. families. It also
presents information on family saving, unrealized
capital gains, debt payments, and institutional provid-
ers of credit. Its primary focus is on changes in
family ﬁnances between the 1992 and 1995 surveys;
however, selected 1989 survey data provide a broader
context within which to interpret the more recent
changes.1
Although the data from the 1995 survey are still
preliminary, some ﬁndings appear particularly note-
worthy. First, between the 1992 and 1995 surveys,
both median family income and median family net
worth rose in constant dollars. The former, however,
remained below the level measured in 1989, whereas
the latter returned to the 1989 level. Second, the
ownership and the amount of holdings of publicly
traded stock by families expanded greatly over this
period. In 1995, more than 41 percent of families
had direct or indirect stockholdings, compared with
about 37 percent in 1992, and these assets accounted
for about 40 percent of their total ﬁnancial assets,
compared with a little more than 34 percent in
1992. Finally, the survey provided little evidence
of a serious rise in debt payment problems between
1992 and 1995, even though both the share of fami-
lies with debt and the median amount of their debt
rose.
ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL BACKDROP
Between 1992 and 1995, changes in family ﬁnances
were inﬂuenced by various macroeconomic events
and long-term trends. Overall, the period was one of
continuing economic expansion. In September 1992,
as the U.S. economy was beginning to recover from
the 1990–91 recession, the civilian unemployment
rate was 7.6 percent.2 By 1995, the fourth year of
the expansion, the unemployment rate had fallen to
5.6 percent. Inﬂation was subdued over the period,
with consumer prices rising at an average annual rate
of 2.7 percent.
Conditions for families were also changing in the
ﬁnancial sector. Interest rates on deposits, which were
very low in 1992, rose on net over the period; for
example, the average rate on three-month certiﬁcates
of deposit increased from 3.1 percent in 1992 to
5.8 percent in 1995. In contrast, interest rates on
newly originated conventional mortgages declined
from 9.7 percent in 1992 to 7.4 percent in early 1994
and then edged up to 7.6 percent in 1995. At the same
time, the Standard and Poor’s index of 500 stock
prices increased at an annualized rate of 10.8 percent,
and home prices rose at a moderate pace.
Several institutional trends were important for
family ﬁnances over the period covered by the sur-
veys. Two such trends may have accelerated the
growth of holdings of ﬁnancial assets, particularly
stocks. First, the variety of mutual funds available to
families continued to expand, as did the number of
no-load funds. Second, employers increasingly
offered tax-deferred saving plans as a way for work-
ers to accumulate savings for retirement. Often such
employer-provided plans offer an option that allows
participants to invest in corporate equities. On the
liability side of the balance sheet, growth in credit
card holding was driven by increased marketing,
1. For a detailed discussion of the results from the 1989 and 1992
SCF, see Arthur B. Kennickell and Martha Starr-McCluer, ‘‘Changes
in Family Finances from 1989 to 1992,’’ Federal Reserve Bulletin,
vol. 80 (October 1994), pp. 861–82.
2. All other aggregate statistics cited in this section are for Septem-
ber unless otherwise noted. This month was the midpoint of the
periods during which interviews were conducted.relaxation of credit standards, lower credit card inter-
est rates, and usage-based incentive plans (for exam-
ple, cash rebate programs).
A key demographic trend was the aging of the
large post–World War II cohort. From 1992 to 1995,
the proportion of families headed by persons between
45 and 54 years of age rose from 16.2 percent to
17.8 percent. The ﬁnancial decisions of families with
heads in this group are likely to be inﬂuenced by the
cost of college education for their children and the
need to save for their own retirement.
FAMILY INCOME
The SCF requests information on families’ total cash
income, before taxes, for the calendar year preceding
the year of the interview (see box ‘‘The Survey of
Consumer Finances’’). Median and mean family
income for 1994 (derived from the 1995 survey) had
moved above the depressed levels of 1991 (from the
1992 survey) but had not yet moved back up to the
pre-recession levels of 1988 (from the 1989 survey).3
In addition, the percentage of families with incomes
of more than $50,000 declined over this six-year
period.
Some cross-sectional patterns hold generally across
the three SCF surveys. Income is successively higher
3. If the PCE deﬂator is used instead of the CPI to adjust income to
1995 dollars, the overall decline since 1989 is a little less pronounced.
Using this alternative index, median (mean) income is $31,400
($49,200) in the 1989 survey, $28,800 ($43,100) in the 1992 survey,
and $30,700 ($44,100) in the 1995 survey.
The Survey of Consumer Finances
The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) is a triennial
survey sponsored by the Federal Reserve with the coopera-
tion of the Department of the Treasury. It is designed to
provide detailed information on U.S. families’ balance
sheets and their use of ﬁnancial services, as well as on their
pension rights, labor force participation, and demographic
characteristics at the time of the interview. The survey also
collects information on total family income, before taxes,
for the calendar year preceding the survey. The term ‘‘fam-
ily’’ as it is used here is more comparable to the U.S. Bureau
of the Census deﬁnition of ‘‘household’’ than to Census’s
use of ‘‘family,’’ which excludes single people. The appen-
dix to this article provides a more detailed description of the
SCF, including a more complete deﬁnition of this term.
The underlying statistical methodology of the surveys
has been largely unchanged since 1989, and the question-
naires have been modiﬁed only slightly, mostly to reﬂect
changes in the availability of ﬁnancial services or in the
ﬁnancial behavior of families. Thus, the data since that time
are comparable.
The need to measure ﬁnancial characteristics imposes
special requirements on the survey design. The survey must
provide reliable information both on items that are broadly
distributed in the population—for example, vehicle
ownership—and on items that are highly concentrated in a
relatively small part of the population—for example, invest-
ment real estate. To address this problem, the SCF employs
a dual-frame sample design that includes a standard geo-
graphically based random sample and a special oversample
of relatively wealthy families. Weights are used to combine
information from the two samples for estimates of statistics
for the full population.
This article draws principally upon the ﬁnal data from the
1992 SCF and preliminary data from the 1995 SCF. Any
differences between ﬁgures for 1992 reported here and
those published earlier in the Federal Reserve Bulletin are
attributable to additional statistical processing of the data.
To provide a larger context, some information is also
included from the ﬁnal version of the 1989 SCF. The SCFs
for 1992 and 1995 were conducted by the National Opin-
ion Research Center at the University of Chicago (NORC)
between July and December of each survey year. For the
1992 survey, 3,906 families were interviewed, and for the
1995 survey, 4,299 were interviewed.
All dollar ﬁgures in this article are adjusted to 1995
dollars using the consumer price index (CPI) for all urban
consumers. Concerns about how accurately the CPI repre-
sents inﬂation for families have been discussed in the
literature. If, as generally supposed, the index overstates
the true degree of inﬂation, upward adjustments to past
dollar amounts will appear too large, and trends in positive
dollar amounts will be biased downward. An index some-
times proposed as an alternative to the CPI is the implicit
price deﬂator for personal consumption expenditure (PCE),
which is reported as a part of the national income and
product accounts. Over 1989–95, price changes measured
by the CPI and the PCE deﬂator differed by a relatively
small amount.
To provide a measure of the signiﬁcance of the develop-
ments discussed in this article, standard errors due to
sampling are given for selected estimates for the 1992
and 1995 data. Space limits have precluded reporting
such ﬁgures for all estimates. No standard errors are given
for the 1989 estimates for technical reasons mentioned in
the appendix. Although we do not directly address the
statistical signiﬁcance of the results, the article highlights
ﬁndings that are signiﬁcant or are interesting in a broader
context.
2 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997for each age-of-head group through 45–54, and then
it declines (table 1). Education and net worth are
positively associated with income in each of the
surveys.
Although only limited external information on
assets and liabilities is available for comparison with
SCF data at the level of demographic groups, data on
household income for the preceding year are avail-
able from the Current Population Survey (CPS) of the
Bureau of the Census. Like the SCF, the CPS shows
an overall pattern of decline in median and mean
household income between the 1989 and 1992 survey
periods. In contrast to the SCF, in the CPS mean
income rose between the 1992 and 1995 surveys to a
level above that in the 1989 survey. Median income
in the 1995 CPS declined further to a level slightly
below the 1992 level.
Two changes in the CPS over the period consid-
ered here make comparing recent estimates from the
two surveys difﬁcult. First, the CPS dramatically
increased the size of the maximum income values
recorded in the survey. This change alone could
cause some income statistics like the mean to increase
even in the absence of real change. Second, the
redesign of the CPS in 1994 substantially altered the
survey questions and introduced computer-assisted
1. Before-tax family income for previous year, by selected characteristics of families, 1989, 1992, and 1995, and percentage
of families who saved, 1992 and 1995
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Renter or other ........
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(1995 dollars)





250,000 and more .....
Note. Dollars converted to 1995 values with the consumer price index (CPI)
for all urban consumers. For deﬁnitions of family and family head, see
appendix. Standard errors in parentheses (see appendix for details). The 1989
survey did not ask families whether they had saved in the preceding year.
31.8 49.8 100.0 29.1 43.5 57.1 100.0 30.8 44.3 55.0 100.0
(n.a.) (n.a.) (.8) (1.3) (.6) (1.3)
25.8 35.4 27.2 26.8 33.1 59.3 25.8 26.7 31.9 56.4 24.8
46.3 61.8 23.4 39.1 50.8 57.1 22.8 39.1 48.3 54.1 23.2
45.7 77.4 14.4 45.5 61.5 59.0 16.2 41.1 64.8 57.6 17.8
32.1 52.7 13.9 31.6 53.3 59.0 13.2 36.0 52.9 58.5 12.5
19.3 38.6 12.0 19.3 31.4 53.8 12.6 19.5 37.0 49.6 11.9
16.7 28.5 9.0 14.9 25.3 49.2 9.4 17.3 27.3 51.5 9.8
16.7 23.8 24.3 13.4 19.0 38.3 20.4 15.7 21.9 42.7 19.0
27.3 36.2 32.1 25.8 32.7 56.9 29.9 26.7 35.2 50.9 31.6
36.0 50.3 15.1 30.5 40.3 59.5 17.7 29.8 39.9 54.2 19.0
51.4 87.0 28.5 48.6 70.8 67.8 31.9 46.3 70.4 67.5 30.5
37.3 56.9 75.1 33.4 47.8 60.9 75.1 33.3 48.6 58.9 77.5
18.0 28.5 24.9 20.1 30.3 45.6 24.9 21.0 29.5 41.8 22.5
55.5 76.6 16.9 50.9 69.8 68.9 16.8 54.4 72.7 67.9 15.9
35.2 43.6 13.4 35.8 41.6 64.5 14.8 34.4 46.2 56.3 14.9
47.6 50.9 9.6 36.1 43.4 65.6 7.0 41.1 43.8 60.0 8.2
30.9 35.4 10.6 29.1 34.1 57.6 10.0 32.9 35.6 60.9 13.1
19.3 25.8 6.6 21.3 28.7 51.5 6.2 21.1 27.2 50.2 6.6
48.1 111.0 11.2 48.6 82.2 59.2 10.9 39.0 79.0 62.3 9.7
17.3 28.4 25.0 16.5 24.9 48.0 26.0 17.5 27.3 46.1 25.0
9.0 17.6 6.7 12.3 22.9 41.6 8.2 12.3 19.9 31.4 6.5
41.1 62.8 63.8 37.8 53.0 63.0 63.9 38.1 54.6 60.9 64.7
17.6 26.9 36.2 19.0 26.5 46.6 36.1 18.8 25.5 44.3 35.3
13.9 19.2 27.8 14.8 19.8 39.3 27.0 15.4 18.9 36.0 25.8
27.1 29.5 9.3 26.2 29.5 52.5 10.4 25.7 28.4 54.1 10.0
29.6 33.6 10.1 25.8 30.4 50.0 11.4 32.0 33.9 48.2 11.6
36.0 39.5 14.6 32.8 35.9 61.3 15.3 35.2 38.2 57.8 16.9
42.9 52.2 21.6 40.9 48.0 67.6 20.7 39.4 47.6 64.4 21.3
72.0 128.4 16.5 70.0 106.5 78.6 15.2 68.4 111.6 78.2 14.4
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Between the 1989 and 1995 SCFs, median and mean
income declined for families headed by persons in
the 35 to 54 age groups. Median and mean income
also declined for all educational groups, with the
largest declines for the groups with at least some
college education.5 Other data in the survey suggest
that one explanation for the incomplete recovery of
the income of the group with a college degree may be
that the fraction of the group not working in 1995
remained above the level of 1989.
Between the 1989 and 1995 surveys, median
income rose somewhat for nonwhite and Hispanic
families but fell for other families. In contrast to
ﬁndings in other surveys, the proportion of families
in the 1995 SCF that identiﬁed themselves princi-
pally as either nonwhite or Hispanic declined. This
decline may reﬂect sampling error or other technical
factors or may be simply a result of a change in the
way respondents answer this question.6
After holding steady between the 1989 and 1992
surveys, the median income of families headed by
machine operators and laborers (a group commonly
referred to as unskilled blue-collar workers) rose
in the 1995 survey, and that of families with self-
employed heads fell. The increase in median income
of machine operators and laborers was accompanied
by an increase in the share of families with heads in
such occupations, likely reﬂecting cyclical recovery.
In contrast, the share of families with self-employed
heads fell over the six-year period.
Gains in median and mean income between the
1992 and 1995 surveys were largely concentrated in
the groups with net worth between $25,000 and
$100,000. However, the only group for whom median
and mean income were higher in 1995 than in 1989
was the group with net worth between $25,000 and
$50,000.
Family Saving
Saving out of current income is an important determi-
nant of changes in family wealth. Therefore, since
1992, the survey has asked respondents whether, over
the preceding year, their family spent less than their
income, more than their income, or about as much as
their income. Despite the simplicity of this question,
it appears to be a good indicator of families’ saving
behavior.7 Deriving a reliable measure of the dollar
amount of spending or saving would require substan-
tial additional time from respondents and might ad-
versely affect response rates.
Overall, the proportion of families reporting that
they saved in the preceding year fell from 57 percent
in 1992 to 55 percent in 1995 (a change that is
consistent with the fact that saving rates generally
decrease in expansions and increase in times of reces-
sion). Over this period, the aggregate personal saving
rate as reported in the national income and product
accounts fell from 5.9 percent to 4.7 percent. Accord-
ing to the SCF data, the share of families spending
less than their income declined for most demographic
groups. However, there were some interesting excep-
tions. A somewhat higher proportion of families with
heads aged 75 and more were savers in 1995 than in
1992; this ﬁnding moderates the traditional tendency
for the share of savers to decline with age. For both
the group with less education than a high-school
diploma and the group of machine operators and
laborers, the proportion of savers rose, possibly as a
result of the cyclical improvement in their incomes.
Self-employed workers also showed an increased
likelihood of saving in 1995. By net worth category,
only the $10,000 to $24,999 group became more
likely to save, altering only slightly the generally
positive association between wealth and saving.
4. See Paul Ryscavage, ‘‘A Surge in Growing Income Inequality?’’
Monthly Labor Review, vol. 118 (August 1995), pp. 51–61, for a
discussion of the effects of various factors on the measured income
distribution. A general description of the CPS redesign may be found
in Anne E. Polivka, ‘‘Data Watch: The Redesigned Current Population
Survey,’’ Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol. 10 (Summer 1996),
pp. 169–80.
5. Published data from the CPS show roughly similar changes over
the six-year period for the groups without a college degree. For
families with heads having at least a college degree, the CPS data
indicate that median income declined slightly between 1989 and 1995
but, in contrast to the SCF estimates, that the mean income of this
group rose over the period. In addition to the changes in the CPS
noted earlier, a change between 1989 and 1992 in the education data
collected in the CPS further complicates the comparison of income for
the group with a college degree.
6. Data from the CPS, for example, indicate that the fraction of
households that identiﬁed themselves as nonwhite or Hispanic
increased from 1989 to 1995. The CPS gathers this information
through a two-part question, asking ﬁrst about racial identiﬁcation and
second about Hispanic origin. In the SCF, respondents are asked to
choose the group with which they most identify from a list that
includes ‘‘Hispanic’’ as a choice.
7. See Arthur B. Kennickell, Saving and Permanent Income,
Finance and Economics Discussion Series 95–41 (Board of Governors
of the Federal Reserve System, 1995), for a more detailed discussion
of this variable.
4 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997As in the past, the most common reason for saving
given in 1995 was to increase liquidity, a category
that includes a variety of precautionary motives
(table 2).8 However, the data show some strong shifts
in the motives for saving between 1989 and 1995.
Families became progressively more likely to report
saving for retirement—the increase perhaps reﬂect-
ing the rising share of baby boom families in the
population as well as the perceived uncertainty of
future retirement beneﬁts. The frequency of reporting
of saving for education also continued to rise, a trend
that is likely related to demographic shifts and con-
tinuing increases in the cost of college education.
NET WORTH
After falling between 1989 and 1992, both median
and mean net worth rose. By 1995, median net worth
had returned to virtually the same level as in 1989,
but mean net worth had not fully recovered (table 3).9
Median net worth rose 6.8 percent between 1992 and
1995. From 1992 to 1995, mean net worth rose
2.7 percent, but it was still down 5.0 percent from
1989.10 Generally, a rise in median net worth that is
larger than a rise in the mean suggests relatively less
growth for wealthy families than for families in the
middle of the wealth distribution.
Changes in Net Worth
by Demographic Categories
When these changes in the overall distribution of net
worth are disaggregated by demographic categories,
the picture becomes more complex. Between 1992
and 1995, median net worth rose for groups with
incomes of less than $25,000. These groups also had
higher median net worth in 1995 than in 1989, as did
the group with incomes of $100,000 or more. The
patterns of increases at the top and bottom of the
income distribution are similar for mean net worth.
For families in the $25,000–49,999 income group,
however, both median and mean net worth in 1995
were below the 1989 level, and the mean was below
the 1992 level.
Changes in median and mean net worth differed
across age-of-head groups. From 1992 to 1995,
median net worth increased for families with heads
less than age 55, while the mean for each of these
groups held steady or declined. In contrast, median
net worth hardly changed for families with heads
aged 65 to 74, while the mean increased.
The data within each year show net worth rising
with the level of education of the family head, but
over 1992–95, both median and mean net worth
moved up markedly only for the groups with educa-
tion at the level of a high-school diploma or less.
Over 1989–95, median and mean net worth rose only
for the group with a high-school diploma.
The 1989 and 1992 surveys showed an appreciable
increase in the median and mean net worth of non-
white and Hispanic families, although their levels of
net worth remained substantially below those of other
families. The 1995 survey indicated that the median
net worth of nonwhite and Hispanic families had
changed little since 1992, whereas mean net worth
had fallen below the level of 1989. For other families,
mean and median net worth had risen from the
depressed level of 1992 but still remained below the
levels of 1989.
Over the six-year period, the changes in net worth
by occupation classes show some similarity to the
changes in family income. Median and mean net
worth were higher in 1995 than in 1989 for families
with heads who were in technical, sales, and clerical
jobs; machine operators and laborers; service work-
ers; and retired persons. In contrast, median and
mean net worth were lower in 1995 than in 1989 for
those in professional and managerial jobs, precision
production jobs, and self-employment. For ‘‘others
not working’’—including unemployed workers, stu-
dents, and homemakers—median net worth rose, and
8. All families were asked to report a saving motive regardless of
whether they were currently saving.
9. The asset values reported in this article do not include any
adjustments for future tax liabilities. For example, a family that sold
its stock would be required to pay taxes on any increase in the value of
the stock.
10. As with family income, the choice of the CPI or the PCE
deﬂator to adjust the data makes little difference to the overall conclu-
sions. If the data are adjusted to 1995 dollars using the PCE deﬂator,
median (mean) net worth is $55,800 ($213,300) in 1989 and $52,200
($197,600) in 1992.
2. Proportion of families citing selected reasons as most
important for saving, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Reason 1989 1992 1995
Education .................
For the family ............






Note. Figures sum to more than 100 percent because some families cited
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likely dominated by cyclical variation in the composi-
tion of the group.
Median net worth moved down consistently for
homeowners over the six-year period, whereas it
moved in an opposite direction for renters. In 1995,
mean net worth for both groups remained below the
level of 1989. The results for homeowners do not
appear to be driven by shifts in the level of home
values, which generally rose over the period. Possible
explanations could be the inﬂux of new homeowners,
an increase in the proportion of homeowners with
mortgages, and a rise in the amount of mortgage debt
owed.
ASSETS
According to the SCF, the share of ﬁnancial assets
in families’ total asset holdings has risen steadily,
from 28 percent in 1989 to 31 percent in 1992
to 34 percent in 1995 (table 4). By deﬁnition,
3. Family net worth, by selected characteristics of families, 1989, 1992, and 1995






















100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Education of head
No high school diploma .........
High school diploma ............
Some college ...................
College degree ..................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .............
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...........
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .........
Technical, sales, clerical .........
Precision production .............




Other not working ...............
Housing status
Owner ..........................
Renter or other ..................
Note. See note to table 1.
1. For the calendar year preceding the survey.
56.5 216.7 100.0 52.8 200.5 100.0 56.4 205.9 100.0
(n.a.) (n.a.) (3.2) (15.6) (3.3) (14.0)
1.6 26.1 15.4 3.3 30.9 15.5 4.8 45.6 16.0
25.6 77.9 24.3 28.2 71.2 27.8 30.0 74.6 26.5
56.0 121.8 30.3 54.8 124.4 29.5 54.9 119.3 31.1
128.1 229.5 22.3 121.2 240.8 20.0 121.1 256.0 20.2
474.7 1372.9 7.7 506.1 1283.6 7.1 485.9 1465.2 6.1
9.2 66.3 27.2 10.1 50.3 25.8 11.4 47.2 24.8
69.2 171.3 23.4 46.0 144.3 22.8 48.5 144.5 23.2
114.0 338.9 14.4 83.4 287.8 16.2 90.5 277.8 17.8
110.5 334.4 13.9 122.5 358.6 13.2 110.8 356.2 12.5
88.4 336.8 12.0 105.8 308.3 12.6 104.1 331.6 11.9
83.2 250.8 9.0 92.8 231.0 9.4 95.0 276.0 9.8
28.5 92.1 24.3 21.6 75.8 20.4 26.3 87.2 19.0
43.4 134.4 32.1 41.4 120.6 29.9 50.0 138.2 31.6
56.4 213.8 15.1 62.6 185.4 17.7 43.2 186.6 19.0
132.1 416.9 28.5 103.1 363.3 31.9 104.1 361.8 30.5
84.7 261.4 75.1 71.7 237.8 75.1 73.9 244.0 77.5
6.8 82.1 24.9 16.9 87.9 24.9 16.5 74.4 22.5
106.6 262.7 16.9 78.8 248.5 16.8 89.3 252.8 15.9
40.9 98.9 13.4 48.0 105.4 14.8 43.3 109.3 14.9
58.4 94.2 9.6 38.4 85.5 7.0 43.5 79.3 8.2
23.1 67.2 10.6 23.5 56.8 10.0 37.3 70.0 13.1
9.3 53.2 6.6 15.7 52.9 6.2 15.8 60.0 6.6
200.7 765.4 11.2 155.6 644.3 10.9 152.9 731.5 9.7
77.5 199.2 25.0 76.3 201.2 26.0 81.6 218.3 25.0
0.7 62.9 6.7 5.5 68.5 8.2 4.5 60.4 6.5
119.9 311.7 63.8 106.1 289.6 63.9 102.3 295.4 64.7
2.4 49.4 36.2 3.6 42.7 36.1 4.5 42.2 35.3
4. Distribution of amount of ﬁnancial assets of all families,
by type of asset, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Financial
asset 1989 1992 1995
Transaction accounts ..........





money market funds) .....
Retirement accounts ...........
Cash value of life insurance ...




Financial assets as a
percentage of total assets ..














6 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997the share of nonﬁnancial assets—mainly vehicles,
real estate, and businesses—fell correspondingly.
Financial Assets
Substantial shifts in the composition of ﬁnancial
assets from 1992 to 1995 generally continued trends
observed from 1989 to 1992. The share of ﬁnancial
assets held in transaction accounts and certiﬁcates of
deposit, the traditional saving vehicles, fell sharply,
from 30 percent in 1989 to 26 percent in 1992 to only
19 percent in 1995. At the same time, the share of
tax-deferred retirement accounts, publicly traded
stocks, and mutual funds in ﬁnancial assets rose
strongly, from 38 percent in 1989 to 49 percent in
1992 to 56 percent in 1995.
Although the proportion of families having at least
some ﬁnancial assets rose only slightly, ownership
increased considerably for families earning less than
$10,000 a year, for nonwhite and Hispanic families,
and for families headed by precision production
workers or machine operators and laborers (table 5).
Overall, median ﬁnancial assets rose a bit; this gain
was shared by most demographic groups except fami-
lies with heads aged 65 and older, for whom the
median fell.11
Transaction Accounts and Certiﬁcates of Deposit
From 1992 to 1995 the proportion of families having
transaction accounts—checking, savings, and money
market deposit accounts; money market mutual
funds; and call accounts at brokerages—held steady,
whereas the median holdings in such accounts fell a
little. In 1995, families that had no transaction
account were clustered mostly in lower-income and
younger age groups. However, ownership rates for
lower-income groups were substantially higher in
1995 than in 1989. The discussion in the box ‘‘Fami-
lies without a Checking Account’’ gives some back-
ground on the reasons survey respondents gave for
not having accounts.
For most demographic groups, the percentage of
families having transaction accounts changed little
between 1992 and 1995. However, ownership of such
accounts increased substantially for families headed
by machine operators and laborers, largely because
of cyclical improvements for the group, and declined
substantially for families with self-employed heads,
largely because of a shift in the composition of the
group. While median account balances declined
slightly for most groups, there were three notable
exceptions: the median declined markedly for
11. In discussing the dollar holdings of detailed components of net
worth of the demographic groups considered in this article, we present
only the median amounts held. In general, the median is a better
indicator of typical holdings of an item than the mean, especially
when ownership of the item is concentrated among a relatively small
number of families.
Families without a Checking Account
The portion of families without any type of transaction
account (checking, savings, and money market deposit
accounts; money market mutual funds; and call accounts
at brokerages) was about 13 percent in both 1992 and
1995—down from 15 percent in 1989.
More narrowly, the portion of families without a
checking account fell continuously over the six-year
period, from 18.9 percent in 1989 to 16.5 percent in 1992
to 15.1 percent in 1995. Among these families, 85.0 per-
cent had incomes of less than $25,000 (48.4 percent had
incomes of less than $10,000), 59.5 percent had heads
under age 45 (36.9 percent had heads under 35), and
54.0 percent were nonwhite or Hispanic. The survey
asked all such families the reason they did not have an
account, and several interesting patterns appear in the
responses (table below).
From 1989 to 1995, a declining portion of such fami-
lies reported that they did not write enough checks to
make an account worthwhile, although this reason
remained the most commonly reported. A sharp increase
in the expressed dislike of banks appears in 1995. The
proportion reporting that they had insufﬁcient money for
an account remained approximately unchanged. At the
same time, the proportion reporting that they could not
manage or balance a checking account almost doubled.
The importance of service charges as a reason declined in
1995, and reporting of minimum balance requirements as
a reason was unchanged from 1992.
Reasons reported by families without a checking account
for not having one, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Response category 1989 1992 1995
Do not write enough checks
to make it worthwhile ..... 34.3 30.4 27.1
Minimum balance is too high ... 7.6 8.6 8.6
Do not like dealing with banks .. 15.0 15.3 22.8
Service charges are too high .... 8.4 11.2 7.9
No bank has convenient hours
or location ................ 1.2 .9 1.2
Do not have enough money ..... 21.8 20.9 20.5
Cannot manage or balance
a checking account ........ 4.6 6.4 8.6
Other ......................... 7.1 5.7 3.4
Total ..................... 100 100 100
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Percentage of families holding asset
All families .....................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .............
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...........
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .........
Technical, sales, clerical .........
Precision production .............




Other not working ...............
Housing status
Owner ..........................
Renter or other ..................
Median value of holdings for families holding asset (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .....................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .............
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...........
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .........
Technical, sales, clerical .........
Precision production .............




Other not working ...............
Housing status
Owner ..........................
Renter or other ..................
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
* Fewer than ﬁve observations.
87.0 16.7 22.3 4.2 16.9 10.4 37.9 34.8 4.0 10.8 90.3
(.7) (.6) (.8) (.4) (.9) (.6) (1.1) (.9) (.3) (.4) (.7)
59.2 8.0 5.1 * 3.6 2.6 5.0 14.9 * 9.5 65.7
83.5 17.0 11.6 2.0 7.5 4.9 19.8 25.2 2.6 9.3 87.7
94.3 17.0 26.4 2.9 16.4 11.4 41.6 40.9 3.8 11.7 97.4
98.4 21.0 39.9 6.0 28.9 15.3 67.4 46.6 6.3 10.2 99.3
99.4 20.8 34.5 21.2 50.7 30.5 83.1 57.2 10.9 17.9 99.4
81.6 7.6 22.8 1.4 10.7 5.2 29.5 25.6 1.7 12.6 85.9
86.9 9.0 29.3 2.6 19.4 10.0 46.8 36.1 3.0 11.1 91.0
89.1 15.9 25.1 5.4 18.6 9.4 50.0 38.3 5.4 11.3 92.7
90.2 20.2 19.3 4.8 21.6 15.9 50.5 42.2 5.1 10.7 92.6
88.7 31.0 13.8 7.5 16.0 14.1 34.1 39.2 5.7 10.0 91.0
91.6 37.6 14.1 8.5 19.2 14.3 6.2 34.6 5.9 6.0 91.8
92.9 19.6 25.8 5.2 20.4 12.7 43.3 38.3 4.9 11.8 95.4
69.1 7.8 11.7 1.3 6.3 3.4 21.6 24.3 1.2 7.8 74.8
97.7 16.5 34.7 7.2 27.6 18.2 63.6 43.7 7.1 10.3 99.1
93.7 13.4 30.4 2.6 18.4 9.1 49.8 38.9 3.2 11.8 96.7
87.8 6.0 25.7 * 15.2 7.4 48.2 35.3 2.3 11.8 90.5
80.1 6.9 16.3 * 11.0 4.7 31.2 30.2 * 7.7 86.0
77.7 8.8 22.3 * 6.9 3.9 24.5 23.8 2.9 10.3 83.5
95.8 18.5 23.0 7.0 25.6 14.6 48.0 40.9 2.6 18.9 98.1
85.8 30.1 14.4 6.1 14.3 11.3 21.3 34.0 5.4 6.9 88.2
59.8 5.0 10.2 1.1 4.8 2.3 12.8 16.9 1.6 15.1 67.0
93.7 21.4 27.2 5.9 22.2 13.6 47.2 42.9 5.2 9.6 95.5
75.1 8.3 13.5 1.3 7.5 4.5 21.4 20.4 1.7 13.0 81.1
2.5 11.2 .7 32.6 8.7 17.4 15.2 3.3 21.7 2.7 12.0
(.1) (1.0) (.1) (5.4) (1.2) (1.7) (1.3) (.2) (5.3) (.4) (.9)
.5 6.5 .2 * 4.0 15.2 7.9 1.1 * 1.1 1.1
1.2 14.6 .5 14.1 4.3 7.6 5.8 1.7 17.4 2.3 4.1
2.3 11.2 .5 41.2 5.2 16.3 9.0 3.0 19.5 2.2 11.7
4.9 9.8 1.1 21.7 5.7 21.7 23.3 5.4 21.7 3.3 37.7
20.3 21.7 1.1 97.6 38.0 32.6 55.6 11.4 71.2 27.1 197.5
1.4 4.9 .4 10.9 2.2 2.7 5.4 2.0 21.7 1.1 4.0
2.2 5.4 .7 21.7 4.3 19.5 9.8 3.8 8.7 3.3 10.5
3.2 8.7 .9 43.4 11.3 16.3 28.2 4.9 21.7 5.4 20.0
3.3 16.3 1.1 54.2 14.1 23.9 30.4 7.3 43.4 5.4 29.9
3.9 21.7 .7 34.7 16.3 32.6 21.7 2.5 34.7 7.6 26.0
4.3 23.9 1.2 38.0 27.1 22.8 30.4 2.1 21.7 5.4 22.3
3.0 11.9 .7 32.6 8.7 17.4 16.3 3.3 24.1 3.1 16.3
1.1 8.7 .6 32.0 6.5 18.4 10.9 3.5 9.8 1.4 3.4
3.7 7.1 1.1 38.0 8.1 16.3 21.9 4.3 21.7 3.3 25.8
2.2 10.3 .5 16.3 6.8 10.9 10.9 3.3 43.4 2.2 10.9
2.2 2.8 .3 * 4.0 5.1 11.1 4.1 11.4 2.2 9.9
1.3 7.6 .5 * 2.2 15.6 5.4 3.0 * 1.8 4.2
.9 16.3 .5 * 4.3 6.5 6.3 3.0 3.3 .6 2.6
5.4 10.9 .5 43.4 10.9 27.1 27.1 6.9 99.8 7.6 21.5
3.3 21.7 1.1 34.7 17.8 27.1 18.4 2.5 21.7 6.5 16.8
1.1 7.1 .5 48.3 11.3 11.5 9.5 4.9 6.5 2.0 3.5
3.6 12.0 .8 32.6 10.9 19.5 19.0 3.8 21.7 5.4 22.8
1.1 8.1 .5 27.1 4.0 10.9 5.4 2.2 21.7 1.6 3.2
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Percentage of families holding asset
All families .....................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .............
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...........
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .........
Technical, sales, clerical .........
Precision production .............




Other not working ...............
Housing status
Owner ..........................
Renter or other ..................
Median value of holdings for families holding asset (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .....................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .............
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...........
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .........
Technical, sales, clerical .........
Precision production .............




Other not working ...............
Housing status
Owner ..........................
Renter or other ..................
87.1 14.1 22.9 3.0 15.3 12.0 43.0 31.4 3.8 11.0 90.8
(.6) (.6) (.8) (.3) (.7) (.7) (1.0) (.9) (.4) (.4) (.5)
61.1 7.2 5.9 * 2.5 1.8 5.9 15.8 * 8.9 68.1
82.3 16.0 11.8 * 9.2 4.9 24.2 25.2 3.2 8.6 87.6
94.7 13.7 27.4 3.2 14.3 12.4 52.6 33.1 4.2 13.2 97.8
98.6 15.6 39.9 4.8 26.0 20.9 69.8 42.5 5.3 11.3 99.5
100.0 21.1 36.3 14.5 45.2 38.0 84.6 54.1 8.0 15.2 100.0
80.8 7.1 21.1 .5 11.1 8.8 39.2 22.3 1.6 13.5 87.0
87.4 8.2 31.0 1.6 14.5 10.5 51.5 28.9 3.4 10.5 92.0
88.9 12.5 25.1 4.6 17.5 16.0 54.3 37.5 2.9 13.0 92.4
88.2 16.2 19.6 2.9 14.9 15.2 47.2 37.5 7.1 9.0 90.5
91.1 23.9 17.0 5.1 18.0 13.7 35.0 37.0 5.6 10.4 92.0
93.0 34.1 15.3 7.0 21.3 10.4 16.5 35.1 5.7 5.3 93.8
92.4 16.5 26.2 3.7 18.2 14.5 47.0 33.5 4.7 11.7 94.7
69.1 5.9 11.3 .6 5.5 3.5 29.2 24.4 1.0 8.5 77.4
97.4 16.1 36.8 4.6 26.1 21.3 70.3 39.1 5.7 11.6 98.9
93.0 9.4 24.5 3.1 15.7 11.7 55.8 29.8 3.6 14.0 96.2
88.9 7.3 26.2 * 12.4 9.7 48.5 29.0 2.5 9.9 93.5
84.3 8.2 24.0 1.1 9.0 6.9 47.3 30.1 1.2 10.9 91.5
76.6 5.5 14.0 * 4.0 5.2 24.3 26.1 2.9 10.2 83.3
91.3 18.6 26.0 5.4 18.8 18.2 47.8 41.5 3.1 15.6 94.3
86.4 23.1 15.1 3.9 16.9 11.0 24.2 31.2 5.4 7.6 88.2
59.6 7.8 12.8 .1 5.1 4.6 16.0 13.3 2.7 11.7 66.4
94.8 17.1 28.4 4.1 19.3 15.6 52.2 38.1 4.9 9.3 96.3
73.0 8.6 12.8 .9 8.1 5.4 26.2 19.2 1.8 14.1 80.8
2.1 10.0 1.0 26.2 8.0 19.0 15.6 5.0 30.0 3.0 13.0
(.1) (.6) (.3) (8.1) (1.1) (3.0) (1.0) (.4) (7.9) (.5) (1.2)
.7 7.0 .4 * 2.0 25.0 3.5 1.5 * 2.0 1.2
1.4 10.0 .8 * 5.7 8.0 6.0 3.0 19.7 2.0 5.4
2.0 10.0 .7 29.0 6.9 12.5 10.0 5.0 25.0 2.5 12.1
4.5 13.0 1.2 9.4 5.7 15.0 23.0 7.0 35.0 3.0 40.7
15.8 15.6 1.5 58.0 30.0 48.0 85.0 12.0 62.5 23.0 214.5
1.2 6.0 .5 2.0 3.7 5.0 5.2 3.4 3.8 1.0 5.3
2.0 6.0 1.0 11.0 4.0 10.0 12.0 5.0 10.8 2.0 11.6
2.7 12.0 1.0 17.0 10.0 17.5 25.0 6.5 43.0 5.0 24.8
3.0 14.0 1.1 10.0 17.0 55.0 32.8 6.0 42.0 9.0 32.3
3.0 17.0 1.5 58.0 15.0 50.0 28.5 5.0 26.0 9.0 19.1
5.0 11.0 4.0 40.0 25.0 50.0 17.5 5.0 100.0 35.0 20.9
2.5 10.0 1.0 26.2 8.6 20.0 17.5 5.0 30.0 4.0 16.9
1.5 10.0 .5 27.0 5.0 7.8 9.6 5.0 1.8 1.5 5.2
3.3 10.0 1.0 17.0 9.3 15.5 23.0 7.0 21.0 3.0 32.1
2.0 10.0 .8 13.0 5.0 11.0 11.4 5.0 10.3 1.8 12.7
1.5 4.0 1.0 * 4.8 10.0 10.0 5.0 10.0 2.3 8.7
1.2 5.3 .6 3.8 1.3 6.0 7.6 6.0 30.0 1.1 6.7
1.2 8.0 .8 * 5.7 20.0 8.8 3.0 5.0 4.5 3.4
4.4 15.0 1.0 50.0 17.5 25.0 28.0 6.0 39.0 4.0 24.0
3.1 14.0 2.0 40.0 20.0 48.0 24.0 4.5 52.0 7.0 17.4
.7 10.0 .4 225.0 2.4 37.0 10.0 3.5 26.0 5.0 3.4
3.0 10.0 1.0 36.3 10.0 20.0 20.0 6.0 30.0 5.0 22.3
1.2 8.0 .8 7.0 4.0 10.0 5.6 3.0 20.0 1.7 4.0
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for families with heads aged 75 or more and for
nonwhite and Hispanic families.
Ownership of certiﬁcates of deposit (CDs), another
type of deposit traditionally considered a safe invest-
ment, declined broadly, continuing a trend observed
since the 1989 survey. The median balances of hold-
ers of CDs fell more than 40 percent over 1989–95.
Modest increases were registered for only a few
demographic groups. The decreased popularity of
CDs likely reﬂects the continuing low interest rates in
a period when returns to other assets, particularly
equities, were rising sharply.
Savings Bonds and Other Bonds
Overall, the percentage of families owning savings
bonds and the median amount of their holdings rose
slightly between 1992 and 1995. Increases in owner-
ship were marked for families with heads aged
65 to 74 and for families with heads working as
machine operators and laborers or in self-employed
occupations.
In contrast, direct ownership of other types of
bonds—that is, excluding bonds held either through
mutual funds or as a part of a retirement account—
fell from 4 percent of families in 1992 to 3 percent in
1995; the median holding also fell sharply, from
$32,600 to $26,200. The declines in direct ownership
and in median holdings were shared by most demo-
graphic groups. As with CDs, the fall in bond hold-
ings is part of a longer trend that probably reﬂects a
response to lower interest rates.
Publicly Traded Stocks
The percentage of families having direct ownership
of publicly traded stocks—that is, owning stocks
other than those held either through mutual funds or
as a part of a retirement account—held steady from
1989 to 1992 and then fell for most demographic
groups. The exceptional groups were families with
incomes of $10,000 to $24,999 and those with heads
aged 65 and older.
Moreover, for families that continued to hold
stocks, the median value of holdings in 1995 was
down a little from the 1992 level but identical to the
corresponding 1989 ﬁgure. The decline in direct
stockholding is part of a broader shift in the ways that
families own stocks (see section ‘‘Holdings of All
Types of Publicly Traded Stocks’’).
Mutual Funds
Continuing a very strong trend seen between 1989
and 1992, the 1995 results show expansion in the
ownership of mutual funds of all types (not including
money market funds and funds held as a part of a
retirement account). The median value of holdings
also continued upward. These changes are not sur-
prising given the run-up in the stock market, the
surge in the number of mutual funds available, and
the intense marketing of funds.
Changes at a more disaggregated level are mixed.
The ownership rate moved up for non-Hispanic
whites but remained unchanged for other families.
Ownership rates rose most strikingly at the top of the
income distribution and for families with heads aged
less than 55. Median holdings show a different pic-
ture, however, with older families and families at
both the top and bottom of the income distribution
showing the largest increases.
Retirement Accounts
The survey questions on retirement accounts cover
Keogh accounts; individual retirement accounts; and
employer-sponsored plans from which loans or with-
drawals can be made, such as 401(k) accounts. Over
1989–95, the proportion of families owning these
assets rose strongly, and the share of families’ ﬁnan-
cial assets accounted for by retirement assets also
rose. These assets complicate straightforward inter-
pretation of families’ portfolios because they may
comprise holdings of stocks, bonds, mutual funds,
real estate, limited partnerships, or virtually any other
type of asset.
The percentage of families with retirement
accounts grew in almost every demographic group
between 1992 and 1995. Although some of these
changes are not large, they continue a strong trend
noted between 1989 and 1992. Median holdings of
the demographic groups shown in the table moved in
ways that have no obvious systematic interpretation.
However, the median grew strikingly for families
with incomes of $100,000 or more.
Other types of retirement plans, particularly
deﬁned-beneﬁt plans, provide an annuity income in
retirement based on workers’ wages and years of
service. Because these annuity beneﬁts are difﬁcult to
value and frequently depend on complex assumptions
10 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997about future work decisions, they are excluded from
the asset ﬁgures reported here.12
In general, coverage by any type of employer-
sponsored pension plan remained fairly constant over
1989–95: Around 40 percent of all families had cov-
erage from a current job. However, the type of cover-
age has shifted considerably. The percentage of fami-
lies participating in a 401(k)-type plan increased
dramatically over the period, with 19 percent of
families covered under such a plan in 1989 and
27 percent in 1995. At the same time, coverage by
deﬁned-beneﬁt plans declined from 28 percent in
1989 to 19 percent in 1995. The shift toward 401(k)-
type plans places a more obvious demand on workers
to plan for their retirement.
Participation in 401(k)-type plans is voluntary.
According to the 1995 SCF, slightly more than one-
fourth of family heads who were eligible to partici-
pate in such a plan failed to do so in 1995. The data
indicate that this choice is related strongly to income:
Heads of families with incomes of less than $25,000
were less likely to participate than others. Interest-
ingly, among the group of workers who chose not to
participate in these plans, almost half were covered
by a deﬁned-beneﬁt plan. Among participants in
401(k)-type plans, less than one-fourth were covered
by a deﬁned-beneﬁt plan.
Cash Value Life Insurance
Cash value life insurance combines an investment
vehicle with insurance coverage in the form of a
death beneﬁt. In recent years, policies normally
referred to as ‘‘universal life’’ have added more com-
plex investment elements to the traditional policy.
The proportion of families that held cash value insur-
ance declined between 1992 and 1995, continuing the
downward movement between 1989 and 1992. This
decline may reﬂect increased competition from the
pure insurance coverage offered by term insurance as
well as the attraction of other types of investments.
For those holding cash value insurance, however,
the median cash value rose overall and for most
of the demographic groups shown—a trend that
did not appear in the earlier data. The decrease in
use together with the increase in median value sug-
gests that families who have such insurance may be
using it more intensively as an investment vehicle or
may have held it for sufﬁcient time to have accumu-
lated large cash value.
Remaining Financial Assets
Ownership of other managed assets (personal annu-
ities, trusts, and managed investment accounts) and
other ﬁnancial assets (a heterogeneous category
including such items as oil and gas leases, futures
contracts, royalties, proceeds from lawsuits or estates
in settlement, and loans made to others) showed no
important movements from 1992 to 1995, just as they
had shown no systematic changes from 1989 to 1992.
The overall median of other managed assets moved
up, but the pattern of changes over demographic
groups suggests no clear explanation for this ﬁnding.
A strong upward shift in the share of such assets
invested in stock suggests that the increase in the
median may be due to asset appreciation. The median
holding of other ﬁnancial assets was little changed
over the period.
Holdings of All Types of Publicly Traded Stocks
As noted earlier, families may hold stock many dif-
ferent ways—through direct ownership, through a
mutual fund, through a retirement account, or through
a trust or other type of managed investment account.
Data from the three SCFs between 1989 and 1995
show that when all these types of ownership are
combined, stock holding rose dramatically (table 6).
The proportion of families owning stock through any
means rose from 32 percent in 1989 to 37 percent in
1992 to 41 percent in 1995. The median equity hold-
ing also moved up, as did the share of stock in total
ﬁnancial assets. Moreover, all income and age groups
saw a substantial increase in stocks as a share of
ﬁnancial assets; the shares doubled for families with
incomes of less than $25,000.
Nonﬁnancial Assets
The counterpart to the strong growth in ﬁnancial
assets of families from 1989 to 1995 was the drop in
the share of their assets held in nonﬁnancial forms
(table 7). The composition of family nonﬁnancial
assets changed as well, most notably in the decline
in the share of such assets allocated to investment
real estate and the rise in the shares of business assets
and vehicles. Nonetheless, the primary residence
12. For a calculation of net worth that includes the value of annuity
pension beneﬁts, see Arthur B. Kennickell and Annika E. Sunde ´n,
‘‘Pensions, Social Security, and the Distribution of Wealth’’ (Board of
Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 1996).
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cial assets.
A few general patterns in ownership of the types of
nonﬁnancial assets are considered here (table 8).
Ownership rises with income; it also tends to rise
with the age of family head and then may decline in
the older age groups. Similar patterns are observed in
the median holdings of these assets over income and
age groups. Overall, the percentage of families in
various groups owning some type of nonﬁnancial
asset changed little between 1992 and 1995. At the
same time, the median value of the holdings rose for
almost all groups, with the principal exceptions of
families at the top and bottom ends of the income
distribution.
Vehicles
Ownership of vehicles (automobiles, motorcycles,
vans, trucks, sport utility vehicles, motor homes,
recreational vehicles, airplanes, and boats) fell some-
what from 1992 to 1995, but these items remained
the most widely held nonﬁnancial assets. The decline
in ownership was spread over most of the demo-
graphic groups, although ownership rose for families
with incomes of less than $10,000 and those headed
by machine operators and laborers and by service
workers. In contrast, the median value of vehicles
owned rose from $7,400 to $10,000 over the three-
year period, and it rose for every group.
A part of the decrease in the percentage of families
owning vehicles may be attributed to an increase in
the percentage leasing vehicles, which rose from
3 percent in 1992 to about 5 percent in 1995. Most of
the increase was concentrated among families with
incomes of $25,000 or more. Among the group with
incomes of $100,000 or more, the proportion of fami-
lies leasing a vehicle surged from 10 percent in 1992
to 17 percent in 1995. Although the share of families
leasing vehicles is fairly small, leased vehicles repre-
sented 35 percent of all new vehicles acquired by
families in 1995, up from 22 percent in 1992.13
Primary Residence
Between 1992 and 1995, homeownership moved up
slightly, continuing a trend from 1989–92. The
median home value showed a similar pattern. Over
13. For additional evidence on vehicle leasing, see Ana Aizcorbe
and Martha Starr-McCluer, Vehicle Ownership, Vehicle Acquisitions,
and the Growth of Auto Leasing, Finance and Economics Discussion
Series 96–35 (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
1996).
6. Direct and indirect stock ownership, by selected characteristics of families, 1989, 1992, and 1995




or indirect stock holdings
Median value, among families
with holdings
(thousands of 1995 dollars)
Stock holdings’ share
of group’s ﬁnancial assets
1989 1992 1995 1989 1992 1995 1989 1992 1995
All families .....................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...............
Age of head (years)





75 and more ....................
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
31.7 37.2 41.1 10.4 11.5 13.5 26.3 34.4 40.4
2.3 6.9 6.0 35.0 5.9 4.0 10.0 15.2 21.1
13.1 19.4 25.3 9.2 4.3 5.0 10.3 18.6 21.6
33.1 41.6 47.7 5.5 7.6 8.0 20.3 25.4 33.0
54.0 64.1 66.7 10.4 14.6 21.3 25.6 35.1 39.9
79.7 79.1 83.9 47.9 74.6 90.8 31.4 40.2 47.6
23.3 28.3 38.5 3.7 3.8 5.4 25.4 25.6 32.4
40.5 42.2 46.7 6.3 8.1 9.0 25.6 30.8 41.4
40.2 47.3 49.3 12.3 14.4 24.0 29.9 39.4 44.2
34.2 44.8 41.4 18.6 25.3 20.0 28.4 37.3 45.3
26.1 31.9 34.0 25.8 21.7 25.0 26.2 34.4 34.3
24.7 28.1 28.1 28.2 27.1 28.1 20.7 28.6 39.5
7. Distribution of value of nonﬁnancial assets of all
families, by type of asset, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Nonﬁnancial asset 1989 1992 1995
Vehicles ........................
Primary residence ...............
Investment real estate ...........
Business assets ..................












12 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997demographic groups, changes in ownership rates
were mixed. For owners, the median house value
generally rose for families with incomes of less than
$100,000 and fell somewhat for higher-income
families. This difference may partly reﬂect low rates
of price appreciation for more expensive houses.
Investment Real Estate
Overall, ownership of investment real estate (vaca-
tion homes, rental units, commercial property, farm
land, undeveloped land, and all other types of
real estate except primary residences and property
owned through a business) fell nearly 2 percentage
points from 1992 to 1995. The 1992 ﬁgure in turn
was nearly 1 percentage point lower than the 1989
level.
The decline in ownership was widespread. All
income groups except the lowest were less likely
to have investment real estate in 1995 than in
1992. By age groups, the decrease was concentrated
among families with heads aged less than 65, and
the change was especially striking for the 55 to 64
age group. The changes in median holdings showed
no clear pattern between 1992 and 1995; however,
increases for the groups with heads between the ages
of 55 and 74 seem to continue a trend apparent since
1989.
Business Assets
The fraction of families owning business assets (sole
proprietorships, limited partnerships, other types of
partnerships, subchapter S corporations, other types
of corporations that are not publicly traded, and other
types of private businesses) fell slightly between
1989 and 1995. Ownership declined appreciably for
families having incomes of $100,000 and more and
for nonwhite and Hispanic families. In contrast, from
1989 to 1992, ownership of businesses rose for non-
white and Hispanic families.
The median value of business assets fell sharply
over the entire six-year period. The median declined
between 1992 and 1995 for all age groups and for
all income groups except those at each end of
the income distribution. Median holdings declined
markedly for families headed by self-employed work-
ers, but the composition of this group may have
changed between 1992 and 1995 through growth in
the portion of the group consisting of ‘‘small-scale’’
entrepreneurs.
Other Nonﬁnancial Assets
For the remaining nonﬁnancial assets (a broad cate-
gory of tangible assets including artwork, jewelry,
precious metals, and antiques), ownership rates rose a
bit between 1992 and 1995, while the median
amounts of such assets rose more strongly. The
median value of these assets rose particularly among
older and lower-income families.
Unrealized Capital Gains
Along with saving out of current income, changes in
the values of assets such as businesses, real estate,
and stocks are a determinant of family wealth. Until
these assets are sold, and thereby appear as part of
family income, any gains are unrealized. To measure
this part of wealth, the survey obtains information
about changes in value from the time of purchase
of a primary residence, investment real estate,
businesses, publicly traded stock, and mutual funds.
Despite the large increase in stock prices from 1989
to 1995, median and mean unrealized capital gains
fell overall in the 1992 and 1995 surveys (table 9).
The declines were apparently driven by substantial
declines of unrealized gains in housing and
businesses.
LIABILITIES
Family debt and family assets both rose strongly
from 1989 to 1995. As a result, family debt as a
proportion of assets (the leverage ratio) held fairly
steady at about 16 percent over the period (table 10).
Home mortgages and home equity borrowing as a
share of total family debt grew strongly, however,
probably because of wider home ownership and a
continuing shift of debt into these tax-deductible
forms. The share of credit card debt also grew
strongly between 1992 and 1995, but it remained a
small part of total family debt. Offsetting these
increases was a strong decline in the share of borrow-
ing for investment real estate. The share of install-
ment borrowing declined between 1989 and 1992 and
then rose slightly between 1992 and 1995.14
14. The term ‘‘installment borrowing’’ in this article describes
consumer loans that generally have ﬁxed payments and a ﬁxed term,
such as a standard automobile loan. This usage contrasts with alterna-
tive usages that include most types of nonmortgage borrowing by
households.
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Percentage of families holding asset
All families .............................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .......................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ............................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .....................
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...................
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .................
Technical, sales, clerical .................
Precision production .....................




Other not working .......................
Housing status
Owner ..................................
Renter or other ..........................
Median value of holdings for families holding asset (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .............................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .......................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ............................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .....................
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...................
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .................
Technical, sales, clerical .................
Precision production .....................




Other not working .......................
Housing status
Owner ..................................
Renter or other ..........................
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
* Fewer than ﬁve observations.
86.2 63.9 19.3 11.9 8.3 91.0
(.6) (.01) (.9) (.8) (.5) (.4)
52.3 37.4 3.7 3.2 5.2 65.5
85.4 55.6 13.0 7.2 4.6 90.3
94.5 67.1 18.4 11.0 9.0 97.6
97.6 82.1 29.4 16.2 10.0 99.1
97.6 90.5 53.3 41.2 22.0 100.0
84.1 36.9 8.2 8.5 8.2 86.1
89.0 64.5 16.5 15.9 9.4 92.6
93.1 75.4 25.2 15.8 9.7 94.5
87.0 77.7 35.3 16.0 6.3 93.0
85.9 79.3 25.1 8.5 6.5 91.6
72.8 77.0 15.8 3.8 8.8 91.2
90.7 68.9 21.9 13.5 9.7 94.8
72.7 48.8 11.2 7.1 4.2 79.7
94.5 66.5 24.3 9.7 12.6 97.1
91.7 62.5 16.5 6.6 7.5 94.0
93.5 63.6 19.9 6.8 10.3 95.4
90.2 57.6 13.7 3.6 8.1 92.4
80.5 47.2 4.7 5.9 6.1 84.9
95.4 76.2 35.4 62.8 12.0 98.2
78.9 73.6 19.9 4.1 5.4 89.2
64.0 35.0 7.9 2.2 5.7 69.0
93.3 100.0 24.9 14.8 9.3 100.0
73.7 0 9.4 6.8 6.7 75.2
7.4 86.8 48.8 65.1 7.6 74.2
(.2) (3.7) (4.2) (10.8) (.9) (3.3)
2.6 38.8 26.0 29.0 1.6 19.3
4.5 54.2 21.7 32.6 4.9 39.4
7.8 81.4 43.4 54.2 5.4 71.1
11.8 108.5 51.5 65.1 13.0 134.6
17.8 217.0 130.2 260.4 27.1 391.0
6.4 72.7 34.7 32.6 4.3 18.1
8.1 97.6 38.0 48.8 8.7 88.4
9.1 97.6 57.5 108.5 12.5 102.4
9.0 90.1 54.2 119.3 10.9 115.5
5.4 70.5 51.5 162.7 9.8 82.6
4.8 75.9 54.2 86.8 7.1 75.5
7.8 92.2 48.8 70.5 7.6 85.5
5.3 54.2 48.8 48.8 9.2 40.4
9.4 121.5 70.5 54.2 8.7 108.1
8.0 84.4 41.2 48.8 7.6 74.1
8.2 81.4 32.6 13.6 5.4 69.2
6.4 60.8 27.1 19.0 3.3 40.0
5.5 52.1 54.2 32.6 5.4 26.0
11.8 135.6 83.5 97.6 16.3 195.4
4.9 70.5 46.7 65.1 6.0 70.9
4.5 60.8 32.6 30.5 9.8 22.8
9.0 86.8 48.8 86.8 8.7 111.9
4.6 * 54.2 27.1 5.4 5.7
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Percentage of families holding asset
All families .............................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .......................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ............................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .....................
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...................
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .................
Technical, sales, clerical .................
Precision production .....................




Other not working .......................
Housing status
Owner ..................................
Renter or other ..........................
Median value of holdings for families holding asset (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .............................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .......................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ............................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic .....................
Nonwhite or Hispanic ...................
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial .................
Technical, sales, clerical .................
Precision production .....................




Other not working .......................
Housing status
Owner ..................................
Renter or other ..........................
84.2 64.7 17.5 11.0 9.0 91.1
(.7) (.03) (.8) (.6) (.5) (.5)
57.7 37.6 6.9 4.8 3.8 69.8
82.7 55.4 11.5 6.2 6.2 89.4
92.2 68.4 16.5 9.8 9.6 96.6
93.3 84.4 24.9 17.5 11.5 99.1
90.2 91.1 52.3 32.1 22.6 99.4
83.9 37.9 7.2 9.3 7.6 87.6
85.1 64.6 14.4 13.9 10.2 90.9
88.2 75.4 23.9 14.8 10.7 93.7
88.7 82.1 26.9 11.7 9.8 94.0
82.0 79.0 26.5 7.9 8.9 92.5
72.8 73.0 16.6 3.8 5.4 90.2
88.1 69.4 19.7 12.6 10.5 94.9
71.1 48.2 10.2 5.4 3.5 78.1
90.8 71.1 24.6 11.8 14.5 96.7
88.0 63.4 10.5 6.4 10.6 92.9
93.4 66.9 16.2 7.3 9.0 97.2
91.9 61.2 14.0 5.1 6.5 93.8
83.8 50.5 8.6 3.5 2.0 86.9
85.7 73.9 32.1 58.0 16.1 96.1
76.6 70.3 18.6 2.9 5.6 88.3
60.6 34.8 8.0 3.7 5.9 67.9
90.8 100.0 22.3 13.4 10.3 100.0
72.2 0 8.7 6.4 6.5 74.8
10.0 90.0 50.0 41.0 10.0 83.0
(.3) (2.6) (3.8) (5.9) (.7) (2.8)
3.6 40.0 16.2 50.6 2.5 13.1
6.1 65.0 30.0 30.0 8.0 44.5
11.1 80.0 40.0 26.3 6.0 81.5
16.2 120.0 57.3 30.0 14.0 145.2
22.8 200.0 130.0 300.0 20.0 319.3
9.0 80.0 33.5 20.0 5.0 21.5
10.7 95.0 45.0 35.0 9.0 95.6
12.4 100.0 55.0 60.0 12.0 111.7
11.9 85.0 82.5 75.0 10.0 107.0
8.0 80.0 55.0 100.0 16.0 93.5
5.3 80.0 20.0 30.0 15.0 79.0
10.8 92.0 50.0 45.0 10.0 93.0
7.7 70.0 33.5 26.3 8.0 42.1
12.4 130.0 57.3 15.0 10.0 133.5
10.4 90.0 40.0 17.5 10.0 83.1
12.2 78.0 37.5 30.0 5.0 72.9
10.8 68.0 36.0 24.0 8.0 57.9
7.2 69.0 17.5 80.2 10.0 35.8
12.0 120.0 100.0 71.0 8.0 175.6
7.3 76.0 45.0 90.0 10.0 78.0
6.2 80.0 59.0 12.0 7.0 17.4
11.9 90.0 53.0 50.0 10.0 115.4
6.4 * 35.0 26.0 5.0 7.5
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Overall, the proportion of families with debt rose
slightly between 1989 and 1992 and then more
substantially by 1995 (table 11). Following a similar
pattern, the median amount of debt outstanding rose
15 percent from 1992 to 1995 after having been ﬂat
over the previous three years. The increases between
1992 and 1995 in both the prevalence of borrowing
and the median amount of debt owed would normally
be expected in a period of economic expansion. The
increases were spread widely over demographic
groups, with the salient exceptions of families in
the highest income group and families with self-
employed heads.
The prevalence of debt tends to increase with
family income, but the sizes of the increases are
fairly small as the level of income rises above
$25,000. The median amount of debt owed shows
much larger increases with income, likely because of
borrowing associated with the acquisition of non-
ﬁnancial assets. By age group, the proportion of
families borrowing varies only a little for the groups
with heads younger than 65, but it falls off quickly
after that. The drop-off in median borrowing in these
older groups is even sharper. The age pattern is
largely explained by the paying off of mortgages on
primary residences.
Home Mortgages and Home Equity Borrowing
For homeowners, mortgages serve at least two
purposes: a means of paying for the home and a
substitute for other borrowing. Since the Tax Reform
Act of 1986, which phased out the deductibility of
non-mortgage debt, loans secured by home equity
(traditional mortgages, home equity loans, and home
equity lines of credit secured by a primary residence)
have increasingly served as a source of tax-preferred
funds. Declining interest rates between 1992 and
1995 gave families yet another incentive to reﬁnance
existing mortgages and obtain funds for other pur-
poses at the same time.
The proportion of families borrowing through
mortgage loans in 1995 was up slightly from the
1989 level, but the median amount outstanding rose
about 30 percent over the six-year period. Over
the same period, the median value of a primary
residence rose only 4.8 percent; the much larger rise
in the size of mortgage debt suggests that families
were using more of their home equity for purchases
or investments other than the purchase of their pri-
mary residence. Both the prevalence of mortgage
9. Family unrealized capital gains, by selected characteristics of families, 1989, 1992, and 1995




Median Mean Median Mean Median Mean
All families .........................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more ...................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ........................
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
† Less than $50.
11.7 86.9 8.1 76.8 6.1 68.8
† 9.7 † 14.6 † 18.9
.6 33.4 1.2 29.2 .2 26.2
12.3 52.1 6.7 46.6 7.0 34.6
36.8 86.3 26.1 86.8 27.0 63.1
132.7 552.2 138.2 497.4 75.7 574.9
† 26.4 † 16.1 † 12.0
13.1 66.2 5.4 58.7 4.5 39.8
41.1 144.8 19.5 112.4 18.8 96.0
36.2 133.2 31.5 142.3 30.0 133.5
31.4 132.6 32.5 122.7 30.1 112.6
19.2 98.1 27.1 71.9 33.0 95.4
10. Distribution of amount of debt of all families, by type
of debt, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Type of debt 1989 1992 1995
Home mortgage and home equity
loans and lines of credit ......
Installment loans ..................
Other lines of credit ...............
Credit card balances ...............













16 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997borrowing and the median amount owed rose for
most demographic groups.
Not included in the debt ﬁgures shown for mort-
gages are families that have a home equity line of
credit that was not being used at the time of the
survey. Home equity lines of credit became a less
important source of credit between 1992 and 1995;
both the proportion of families with such a credit line
and the proportion using the line declined.
Installment Borrowing
The share of families using installment borrowing
was lower in 1995 than in 1989. Such a decline
during a period of strong growth in borrowing prob-
ably reﬂects a substitution to other types of ﬁnancing,
particularly mortgages, credit card debt, or automo-
bile leasing.
The median amount of installment debt rose
22 percent between 1992 and 1995, and much of
the increase was associated with borrowing for auto-
mobiles. The median amount of installment debt rose
for most groups, with the exceptions of families with
incomes of $100,000 or more and families with self-
employed heads.
Borrowing on Other Lines of Credit
The use of personal lines of credit other than home
equity lines declined from 1989 to 1995 for almost
every demographic group. On the demand side, the
decline may reﬂect a strong increase in the use of
credit cards or a rise in mortgage reﬁnancing. On the
supply side, many lenders stopped offering unsecured
lines. Changes in the dollar amount of this type of
credit are difﬁcult to evaluate because the instrument
is so narrowly used.
Credit Card Borrowing
In 1989, 40 percent of families had an outstanding
balance on some type of credit card—bank-type cards
(such as Visa, Mastercard, Discover, and Optima),
store and gasoline company cards, travel and enter-
tainment cards (such as American Express and Diners
Club), and other credit cards—after paying their most
recent bill. The proportion of families with such debt
rose over the six years, to 48 percent in 1995. This
strong growth likely reﬂects, among other things, the
decline in some credit card interest rates and the
intensive marketing of cards by issuers in recent
years.
From 1992 to 1995, the use of some type of credit
card for borrowing and the median amount borrowed
rose for almost all demographic groups. Exceptions
are the groups of families with heads aged 65 or over.
However, the declines for those families do not
entirely reverse the increases observed for these
groups between 1989 and 1992.
Much of the growth in credit card debt over the
past several years has been in bank-type cards.
Between 1992 and 1995, continuing a trend from
1989, the share of families having such cards rose
(from 62 percent to 67 percent), as did the fraction of
cardholders running a balance on them (from 53 per-
cent to 56 percent). The median balance for those
with positive balances rose almost 40 percent, from
$1,100 in 1992 to $1,500 in 1995. At the same time,
the median total credit limit on such cards jumped
from $5,400 per cardholding family in 1992 to $9,000
in 1995. As a consequence, the median proportion of
the credit limit used by those with balances fell from
28 percent in 1992 to 23 percent in 1995.
Investment Real Estate Debt
Reﬂecting in part the decline in the proportion of
families having investment real estate, the percentage
of families borrowing to ﬁnance such assets declined
from 1992 to 1995 for most groups, whereas the
median amount owed by families that had such loans
moved up 8 percent. This divergence in prevalence
and the amount owed suggests that the families that
dropped out of the market were those with smaller
holdings.
Other Debt
Other borrowing (loans on insurance policies, loans
against pension accounts, borrowings on a margin
account, and other unclassiﬁed loans) rose slightly
overall between 1992 and 1995. The median amount
of such debt fell 26 percent, however. This movement
results largely from decreases in the amounts bor-
rowed against employer-sponsored pension accounts
and against the cash value of life insurance. The use
of margin accounts and other loans was little
changed.
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Percentage of families holding debt
All families .......................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ......................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic ...............
Nonwhite or Hispanic .............
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial ...........
Technical, sales, clerical ...........
Precision production ...............




Other not working .................
Housing status
Owner ............................
Renter or other ....................
Median value of holdings for families holding debt (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .......................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ......................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic ...............
Nonwhite or Hispanic .............
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial ...........
Technical, sales, clerical ...........
Precision production ...............




Other not working .................
Housing status
Owner ............................
Renter or other ....................
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
* Fewer than ﬁve observations. †† Item held by less than 0.05 percent of the group.
39.1 46.1 2.4 43.8 7.8 8.8 73.6
(.7) (.9) (.2) (.9) (.6) (.5) (.7)
9.9 30.5 * 23.3 .6 4.3 48.3
22.3 43.0 1.4 39.7 3.0 6.4 66.2
44.0 54.6 2.8 55.8 6.7 10.9 82.5
65.7 52.4 3.4 51.3 12.9 9.3 85.4
74.2 39.8 5.8 34.0 32.5 17.5 88.8
30.8 61.9 2.9 51.7 4.5 6.5 81.9
55.4 58.1 3.3 50.8 8.8 12.4 86.6
61.2 50.2 2.7 49.3 12.8 11.0 85.7
41.1 38.8 1.6 37.0 14.4 9.8 70.6
18.8 23.1 1.0 32.5 4.6 6.1 52.1
8.7 8.2 * 20.4 .7 4.4 31.9
41.9 46.4 2.7 44.1 8.9 8.4 74.4
30.6 45.5 1.6 42.9 4.3 9.8 71.4
56.0 57.2 4.5 51.2 12.6 13.3 88.4
50.7 56.9 2.6 59.5 6.5 7.6 88.7
51.3 63.9 2.3 55.0 8.7 9.2 86.2
43.2 58.6 2.2 54.5 6.5 10.6 80.6
28.5 57.6 2.9 46.6 * 6.6 80.1
58.6 48.2 3.9 47.5 19.0 12.8 85.8
16.8 21.2 .6 25.2 3.7 5.3 45.4
21.2 41.2 * 29.8 3.6 6.2 65.5
61.2 44.3 2.1 46.6 9.7 9.6 78.7
0 49.4 3.0 38.8 4.4 7.3 64.7
47.4 5.0 2.2 1.1 26.0 2.7 19.5
(2.0) (.2) (.4) (.1) (4.6) (.4) (1.0)
15.2 2.1 * .5 38.0 1.6 2.5
20.6 3.1 2.9 .9 6.5 1.1 6.3
42.3 5.7 1.5 1.2 16.3 2.2 19.3
60.8 8.1 2.0 1.6 27.1 3.3 59.3
99.7 11.2 4.3 2.7 74.9 6.5 120.1
55.3 5.0 1.3 1.0 14.2 1.5 11.5
59.7 5.4 2.0 1.3 27.1 3.3 39.1
43.4 5.1 5.4 1.6 36.9 3.3 31.3
32.6 4.8 4.3 1.1 29.5 3.3 22.6
18.4 4.3 4.3 .9 16.3 1.6 5.4
30.4 3.4 * .6 82.7 2.9 2.6
48.8 5.5 2.2 1.1 26.6 3.3 23.9
33.8 3.5 2.4 .9 19.5 2.2 9.7
65.1 6.2 3.3 1.5 35.8 3.3 42.4
51.5 5.6 1.3 1.1 13.6 2.2 24.8
47.7 5.0 1.4 1.1 15.2 3.3 25.3
28.1 5.2 1.1 1.1 9.8 2.2 16.3
32.9 3.8 2.2 .9 * 1.6 7.4
73.0 6.9 4.3 1.9 58.6 5.4 57.3
19.6 3.7 4.3 .8 19.5 2.2 6.2
28.5 2.8 * .8 29.3 2.7 5.1
47.4 6.1 3.0 1.2 29.5 3.3 41.2
* 4.0 1.3 1.0 17.5 1.5 4.2
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Percentage of families holding debt
All families .......................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ......................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic ...............
Nonwhite or Hispanic .............
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial ...........
Technical, sales, clerical ...........
Precision production ...............




Other not working .................
Housing status
Owner ............................
Renter or other ....................
Median value of holdings for families holding debt (thousands of 1995 dollars)
All families .......................
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .................
Age of head (years)





75 and more ......................
Race or ethnicity of head
White non-Hispanic ...............
Nonwhite or Hispanic .............
Current work status of head
Professional, managerial ...........
Technical, sales, clerical ...........
Precision production ...............




Other not working .................
Housing status
Owner ............................
Renter or other ....................
41.1 46.5 1.9 47.8 6.3 9.0 75.2
(.6) (.8) (.2) (.8) (.4) (.6) (.7)
8.9 25.9 * 25.4 1.6 6.6 48.5
24.8 41.3 1.4 41.9 2.5 8.7 67.3
47.3 54.3 2.0 56.7 5.8 8.5 83.9
68.7 60.7 3.2 62.8 9.5 10.0 89.9
73.6 37.0 4.0 37.0 27.9 15.8 86.4
32.9 62.2 2.6 55.4 2.6 7.8 83.8
54.1 60.7 2.2 55.8 6.5 11.1 87.2
61.9 54.0 2.3 57.3 10.4 14.1 86.5
45.8 36.0 1.4 43.4 12.5 7.5 75.2
24.8 16.7 1.3 31.3 5.0 5.5 54.5
7.1 9.6 †† 18.3 1.5 3.6 30.1
43.5 46.4 2.1 47.5 6.9 9.1 75.8
32.7 46.9 1.3 48.8 4.4 8.5 73.1
63.4 56.2 3.7 56.8 10.5 10.9 90.3
51.4 61.1 2.0 60.1 4.1 12.3 88.6
53.3 64.5 2.3 64.8 5.4 9.1 88.3
44.1 61.3 .9 56.9 6.8 9.5 86.0
34.6 50.3 * 53.1 2.2 9.0 82.6
51.3 45.6 3.6 44.9 15.4 10.0 81.9
19.0 18.4 .3 26.6 3.6 4.8 45.9
17.9 42.8 * 38.7 2.7 9.8 65.0
63.6 46.0 1.5 51.4 7.9 8.7 80.2
0 47.5 2.6 41.2 3.5 9.5 66.2
51.0 6.1 3.5 1.5 28.0 2.0 22.5
(2.1) (.3) (.7) (.1) (2.9) (.2) (1.2)
14.0 2.9 * .6 15.0 2.0 2.6
26.0 3.9 3.0 1.2 18.3 1.2 9.2
46.0 6.6 3.0 1.4 25.0 1.5 23.4
68.0 9.0 2.2 2.2 34.0 2.5 65.0
103.4 8.5 19.5 3.0 36.8 7.0 112.2
63.0 7.0 1.4 1.4 22.8 1.5 15.2
60.0 5.6 2.0 1.8 30.0 1.7 37.6
48.0 7.0 5.7 2.0 28.1 2.5 41.0
36.0 5.9 3.5 1.3 26.0 4.0 25.8
19.0 4.9 3.8 .8 36.0 2.0 7.7
15.9 3.9 †† .4 8.0 3.0 2.0
54.0 6.4 3.5 1.5 29.0 2.0 27.2
36.5 5.0 .8 1.2 25.0 1.5 12.2
79.0 8.2 2.5 2.2 26.3 2.7 65.1
52.6 8.0 .6 1.7 25.0 1.6 30.1
50.0 6.3 1.5 1.4 35.0 2.0 29.5
36.8 5.2 1.6 1.3 17.0 1.0 15.2
38.5 5.1 * 1.3 13.0 1.0 12.0
62.0 5.8 8.0 2.6 50.0 4.8 42.2
23.3 4.4 3.8 1.0 23.0 2.5 6.5
45.0 5.0 * .8 20.0 1.7 7.5
51.0 6.9 5.0 1.5 27.0 2.5 46.0
* 5.0 1.5 1.3 28.0 1.5 4.9
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The SCF provides detailed information on the rea-
sons that families borrow money (table 12).15 One
subtle problem with the use of these data is that, even
though money is borrowed for a particular purpose, it
may only offset the use of other funds. For example,
a family may have sufﬁcient assets to purchase a
home without using a mortgage, but it may choose
not to do so in order to invest those other funds in
another asset. Thus, trends in the data can only be
suggestive of the underlying use of funds by families.
The survey shows that the proportion of total
borrowing directly attributable to home purchase
has risen dramatically—from 53 percent in 1989 to
65 percent in 1995—a rise nearly equaled by the size
of the decline in borrowing for investment real estate.
Borrowing for other investment also declined over
the period. The share of credit attributable to vehicle
borrowing shows a cyclical pattern. Other reasons for
borrowing show little change over the period.
In 1995 the SCF for the ﬁrst time gathered infor-
mation on the use of the funds families obtained from
reﬁnancing their mortgages. Approximately 10 per-
cent of all families with mortgages in 1995 had
reﬁnanced their current mortgage at some time.
Among this group, the major uses reported for the
funds were home improvements or repairs (42 per-
cent of reﬁnancers), payment of bills or bill consoli-
dation (21 percent), investments (12 percent), educa-
tion (5 percent), and vehicle purchases (4 percent).
Choice of Lenders
As one might expect in light of the continuing
restructuring of the ﬁnancial services industry, large
shifts occurred in consumers’ borrowing patterns
(table 13). With the ongoing contraction of the sav-
ings and loan industry, lending at savings and loans
and savings banks as a share of total debt held
by families declined between 1989 and 1995. Partly
offsetting this decline was a surge in lending by
ﬁnance companies that was particularly strong from
1992 to 1995. The market shares of banks and credit
unions grew steadily from 1989 to 1995.16
Debt Burden
The ability of families to service their loans is deter-
mined by the size of the payments they are required
to make and the amount of income or assets they
have available to make those payments. As noted
above, the surveys measured before-tax family
income for the preceding calendar year. Between the
1992 and 1995 surveys, median and mean income
moved up, and the amount borrowed rose. By the end
of the period, most interest rates on newly originated
15. For all but two of the types of loans covered by the 1995 SCF,
respondents were queried about the use of the funds borrowed. It was
deemed infeasible to ask the purposes for funds borrowed with credit
cards. For purposes of the analysis here, credit card debt is included in
the category ‘‘goods and services.’’ The second exception was ﬁrst
mortgages that were taken out when a property was obtained. In this
case, it was assumed that the funds were used for the purchase of the
home. In the earlier surveys, questions were also not asked about the
use of funds obtained from any other type of ﬁrst mortgage and from
borrowing against a pension account.
16. For evidence on similar changes in borrowing patterns for
small businesses, see Rebel A. Cole, John D. Wolken, and R. Louise
Woodburn, ‘‘Bank and Nonbank Competition for Small Business
Credit: Evidence from the 1987 and 1993 National Surveys of Small
Business Finances,’’ Federal Reserve Bulletin, vol. 82 (Novem-
ber 1996), pp. 983–95.
12. Distribution of amount of debt of all families,
by purpose of debt, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Purpose of debt 1989 1992 1995
Home purchase ...................
Home improvement ...............
Investment, excluding real estate ...
Vehicles ..........................
Goods and services ................
















13. Distribution of amount of debt of all families, by type
of lending institution, 1989, 1992, and 1995
Percent
Type of institution 1989 1992 1995
Commercial bank ...............
Savings and loan or savings bank .
Credit union ....................
Finance or loan company ........
Brokerage .......................




Credit and store cards ...........
Loans against pension accounts ..















20 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997loans were lower than they were at the start. Thus, it
is not obvious how the ability of families to service
their loans out of their current income has changed
or, indeed, if it has.
On net, the survey indicates that the overall ratio of
the total debt payments of all families to total family
income—a common measure of ‘‘debt burden’’—
changed only slightly between 1989 and 1995
(table 14).17 When this measure is computed sepa-
rately for different income groups, families with
incomes below $10,000 show an increase in debt
burden between 1992 and 1995, and families with
incomes of at least $100,000 show a large decrease.
The ratio did not move appreciably for other families.
This aggregate measure may not adequately de-
scribe the typical debt burden of families with debt.
A better indication of typical debt burden is the
median ratio of debt payments to income computed
for debtors alone. For all families with debt, this
measure moved up by 1 percentage point from 1992
to 1995. For debtors with incomes below $50,000 the
ratio rose, and for those with incomes of $100,000
and more it fell.
Two indicators of potential ﬁnancial distress are
the share of families with debt who have payments
exceeding 40 percent of their income and the share
who were late with their payments by sixty days or
more at least once in the preceding year. The 1992–95
period saw little change in the proportion of highly
indebted families (that is, those with payments
exceeding 40 percent of their income), but the pro-
portion of debtors who were late payers rose nearly
1 percentage point.18
SUMMARY
Data from the 1995 SCF provide a detailed view
of recent changes in the income and net worth of
families. Although median and mean family income
reported in 1995 had risen above the cyclically
depressed levels of the 1992 survey, neither measure
had reached the level reported in 1989. Median net
worth reported in 1995 also had returned to a level
nearly the same as that in 1989. However, mean net
worth remained below its 1989 level.
17. When calculated using macroeconomic data, this ratio declined
from 16 percent at the time of the 1992 survey to a low of 15.3 percent
in 1993. It had moved back up to 16.6 percent by the time of the 1995
survey. The ratio calculated from macroeconomic data uses an esti-
mate of aggregate debt service payments. In contrast, the ratio calcu-
lated from SCF data uses information on debt service payments
obtained directly from respondents. See Glenn B. Canner, Arthur B.
Kennickell, and Charles A. Luckett, ‘‘Household Sector Borrowing
and the Burden of Debt,’’ Federal Reserve Bulletin, vol. 81
(April 1995), pp. 323–38. In the case of credit cards, the payment is
estimated using an average market rate on credit cards.
18. The periodicity of the SCF obscures some important ﬂuctua-
tions in the frequency of payments problems. Industry data available
on a monthly basis show a sharp drop in delinquency rates on
consumer debt from 1992 through 1994. By the time of the 1995
survey, rates had increased to levels somewhat higher than those in
1992, and they have continued to rise since then.
The measure of late payments in the SCF differs conceptually from
the aggregate delinquency rate in some important respects. Whereas
the delinquency rate records late payments on each loan in a given
period, the survey asks respondents whether they have been late or
behind in any of their payments during the past year. Thus a person
with three delinquent loans would be counted three times in the
aggregate data but only once in the SCF.
14. Aggregate and median ratios of debt payments to family income, and shares of debtors with ratios above 40 percent and




Aggregate Median Ratios above 40 percent Any payment sixty days
or more past due
1989 1992 1995 1989 1992 1995 1989 1992 1995 1989 1992 1995
All families ...........
Income (1995 dollars)




100,000 and more .....
Age of head (years)





75 and more ..........
Note. See note to table 1 and note 1, table 3.
15.6 15.8 15.4 16.0 15.7 16.7 10.9 11.6 11.1 7.0 6.0 6.9
16.2 17.1 21.1 19.3 13.2 15.1 25.6 28.9 26.9 21.4 11.1 8.0
12.7 16.5 16.1 17.2 14.7 17.8 13.9 16.0 16.9 11.8 9.2 11.4
16.7 17.0 17.2 16.0 16.0 16.9 10.6 9.7 8.5 4.2 6.2 7.8
17.4 16.0 16.7 16.1 16.9 16.8 5.7 4.7 4.3 4.0 2.1 2.4
14.0 14.2 11.9 13.9 14.6 11.4 6.7 4.5 4.1 2.2 .5 1.4
18.4 16.9 17.7 16.5 15.5 16.9 13.1 10.6 11.1 10.8 8.2 8.8
18.8 18.4 17.6 18.4 18.5 18.2 9.2 12.2 9.8 5.9 7.0 7.4
16.2 17.5 17.0 16.8 16.2 17.0 11.7 11.6 11.0 4.6 5.4 7.8
14.6 14.4 14.9 13.5 15.2 15.2 10.0 15.6 15.3 7.5 4.6 2.5
6.8 10.3 9.4 12.3 10.1 13.3 8.5 8.6 9.9 3.3 1.1 5.0
2.6 4.6 3.8 8.8 3.1 3.8 11.2 9.6 9.5 1.1 2.1 4.2
Family Finances in the U.S.: Recent Evidence from the Survey of Consumer Finances 21Among families’ assets, the relative importance of
corporate equities and of retirement accounts rose
steadily from 1989 to 1995. During this time, the
home ownership rate rose about 1 percentage point,
while median home values increased slightly. The
median value of business assets declined sharply over
the six-year period. Unrealized capital gains also fell
over the six-year period, mostly because of substan-
tial declines in the unrealized gains in homes and
businesses.
Although the ratio of debts to assets changed only
slightly over this period, two shifts in borrowing are
particularly interesting. First, mortgage debt grew
strongly as a share of family debt, likely reﬂecting
the increase in the home ownership rate as well as
reﬁnancing related to declining mortgage interest
rates between 1992 and 1995. Second, both the pro-
portion of families using credit cards for borrowing
and the median balances outstanding on cards rose
markedly from 1989 to 1995.
APPENDIX:S URVEY PROCEDURES AND
STATISTICAL MEASURES
Since 1989, the questionnaires for the SCF have
changed only slightly. Generally, changes have been
introduced to gather additional information needed to
understand other data in the survey—for example,
the 1995 SCF introduced a question on uses of funds
for mortgages that were taken out after the time a
primary residence was purchased. Also, the major
aspects of the sample design have been ﬁxed over
this time. Thus, the information obtained by the sur-
vey is comparable over 1989–95.
The survey is intended to provide an adequate
descriptive basis for the analysis of family assets and
liabilities. To address this requirement, the SCF com-
bines two types of samples. First, a standard multi-
stage area-probability design is selected to provide
good coverage of characteristics, such as home own-
ership, that are broadly distributed in the population.
Second, a special list sample is included to over-
sample wealthy families, who hold a dis-
proportionately large share of such assets as non-
corporate businesses and tax-exempt bonds. This
list sample is drawn from a sample of tax records
made available for this purpose under strict rules
governing conﬁdentiality, the rights of potential
respondents to refuse participation in the survey, and
the types of information from the interview that can
be made generally available. Of the 3,906 completed
interviews in the 1992 SCF, 2,456 families were from
the area-probability sample and 1,450 were from the
list sample; the comparable ﬁgures for the 4,299
interviews completed in 1995 are 2,780 families from
the area-probability sample and 1,519 from the list
sample.19
A very important factor in the ability to conduct
surveys is the generosity of the public in giving their
time for an interview. In the 1995 SCF, the average
interview required 90 minutes. However, for some
particularly complicated cases, the amount of time
needed was substantially more than two hours.20
Data for the 1992 and 1995 surveys were collected
by the National Opinion Research Center at the
University of Chicago (NORC) between the months
of June and December in each of the two years. The
great majority of interviews were conducted in per-
son, although interviewers were allowed to conduct
telephone interviews if that was a better arrangement
for the respondent. In the 1995 survey, one important
change was the introduction of laptop computers for
use in administering the questionnaire. This change
increased the length of the interview somewhat, and
it may also have had some effects on the quality of
information collected.21 Nonetheless, the effects of
the change in the mode of questionnaire administra-
tion appear to be fairly small.
Errors may be introduced into survey results at
many stages. Sampling error, the variability expected
to occur in estimates based on a sample instead of a
census, is a particularly important source of error.
Such error may be reduced either by increasing the
size of the sample or by designing the sample to
reduce important types of variability; the latter course
has been chosen for the SCF. Estimation of sampling
error in the SCF is described further below.
Interviewers may introduce errors, though SCF
interviewers are given lengthy project-speciﬁc train-
ing to minimize this problem. In addition, computer
control of the 1995 survey greatly reduced technical
errors made by interviewers. Respondents may intro-
duce error by understanding a question in a sense
different from that intended by the survey designers.
For the SCF, extensive pretesting and other review of
questions tend to reduce this source of error.
Nonresponse—either complete nonresponse to the
survey or nonresponse to selected items within the
19. The 1992 SCF represents 95.9 million families; the 1995 SCF
represents 99.0 million families.
20. The role of interviewers in this effort is normally not sufﬁ-
ciently recognized. Without the dedication and perseverance of the
project ﬁeld staff, the survey would not have been possible.
21. For more information on the effects of computer-assisted inter-
viewing in the 1995 SCF, see Arthur B. Kennickell, ‘‘Using Range
Techniques with CAPI in the 1995 Survey of Consumer Finances’’
(Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 1996).
22 Federal Reserve Bulletin January 1997survey—may be another important source of error.
As noted in more detail below, the SCF uses weight-
ing adjustments to compensate for complete non-
response. To deal with missing information on
individual items, the SCF uses statistical methods to
impute missing data.22
Response rates differ markedly in the two parts
of the SCF sample. In both 1992 and 1995, about
70 percent of families selected for the area-
probability sample actually completed interviews.
The overall response rate in the list sample was about
34 percent. Detailed analysis of the data suggests that
the tendency to refuse participation in an interview is
highly correlated with wealth. The response rates for
both samples are low by the standards of other major
government surveys. However, unlike other surveys,
which almost certainly also have differential non-
response by wealthy families, the SCF sample frame
provides a basis for adjusting for nonresponse by
such families. To provide a measure of the frequency
with which families similar to the sample families
could be expected to be found in the population of
all families, analysis weights are computed for each
case to account for both the systematic properties of
the design and for nonresponse. A major part of
research by SCF staff is devoted to adjustments for
nonresponse through the analysis weights for the
survey.23
For this article, the weights were further adjusted
to decrease the possibility that the results could be
overly affected by a small number of observations.
Such inﬂuential observations were detected using a
graphical technique to inspect the underlying data.
Most of the cases found were holders of an unusual
asset or liability or were members of demographic
groups for which such holdings were rare. Trimming
the weights of such cases is likely to make the key
ﬁndings in the article more reliable.
To estimate the standard errors due to sampling
that are reported in the main part of this article, a
replication technique was used. Replication methods
draw samples from the set of actual respondents in a
way that incorporates the important dimensions of
the original sample design. In the SCF, a bootstrap
procedure was used to select 1,000 sample replicates,
and a new weight was computed for all the cases in
each of the selected replicates.24
Comparable standard errors are not available for
the 1989 survey. Weights for the 1989 SCF were
computed using an earlier version of the methodol-
ogy applied in 1992 and 1995. Although estimates
using these 1989 weights are comparable to estimates
from the later surveys, the difference in the weight
construction is a source of variability in comparisons.
An ongoing project computes weights for the 1989
SCF using exactly the same methodology as that
applied in the later surveys. Corresponding bootstrap
replicates and their weights will also be computed. A
set of tables for the 1989 data reporting the major
detailed estimates presented in this article for 1992
and 1995 will be published in a later issue of the
Federal Reserve Bulletin.
Generally, the survey data correspond well to
external estimates, when such information is avail-
able. Comparisons of SCF data with aggregate data
from the Federal Reserve ﬂow of funds accounts
suggest that when proper adjustments are made to
achieve conceptual comparability, these aggregate
estimates and the SCF estimates for 1989 and 1992
are very close.25 In general, only medians from the
SCF can be compared with those of other surveys
because of the special design of the SCF sample.
The deﬁnition of ‘‘family’’ used throughout this
article differs from that typically used in other gov-
ernment studies. In the SCF, a household unit is
divided into a ‘‘primary economic unit’’ (PEU)—the
family—and everyone else in the household. The
PEU is intended to be the economically dominant
single individual or pair of individuals (who may be
married or living as partners) and all other persons
who are ﬁnancially dependent on that person or those
persons. In other government studies, for example,
those of the Bureau of the Census, a single individual
is not considered a family. As noted in the main text,
the Census deﬁnition of household is closer to the
SCF deﬁnition of family. The term ‘‘head’’ used in
this article is an artifact of the organization of the
data and implies no judgment about the structure of
families. In a PEU containing only a single economi-
cally dominant individual, the head is taken to be that
individual. In other PEUs, the head is taken to be the
male in the core couple of the PEU or the older
person in a same-sex couple. 22. See Arthur B. Kennickell, ‘‘Imputation of the 1989 Survey of
Consumer Finances: Stochastic Relaxation and Multiple Imputation’’
(Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 1991).
23. For a description of the weighting methodology, see Arthur B.
Kennickell, Douglas A. McManus, and R. Louise Woodburn,
‘‘Weighting Design for the 1992 Survey of Consumer Finances’’
(Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 1996). The
weighting design for the 1995 survey is identical. A review of the
1995 weights will be available later in the year.
24. See Kennickell, McManus, and Woodburn, ‘‘Weighting
Design,’’ for details.
25. For the details of this comparison, see Rochelle Antoniewicz,
‘‘A Comparison of the Household Sector from the Flow of Funds
Accounts and the Survey of Consumer Finances,’’ Review of Income
and Wealth (forthcoming).
Family Finances in the U.S.: Recent Evidence from the Survey of Consumer Finances 23The data used in this article from the 1989 and
1992 SCFs are derived from the ﬁnal versions of
those surveys. Results reported in this article may
differ in some details from earlier results based on the
preliminary data from those surveys. The 1995 data
used here represent the best estimates at the current
advanced stage of data processing. Data from the
1995 SCF, in a form designed to protect the privacy
of respondents, should be available in the ﬁrst half of
1997 from the National Technical Information Ser-
vice, 5285 Port Royal Road, Springﬁeld, VA 22161,
(703) 487-4763.
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